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A SMALL MOB OF RED KANGAROOS RESTING AT MIDDAY 
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AUSTRALIA AND NEIGHBOURING ISLANDS 


KANGAROOS 


OF ALL the countries in the world Australia has some 
of the strangest animals, many of them quite unlike the 
animals of other countries. Many of the animals of 
Australia have the habit of carrying their babies in 
pouches to keep them safe. Animals with pouches are 
called ‘ marsupials’. Some of these are tiny creatures, 
no bigger than a mouse; but the largest and best known 
of them, the kangaroos, are often, when they stand up, 


taller than a man. Some marsupials live all the time in 
trees, while others burrow holes in the ground. Some eat 
the flesh of other animals, but most live on grass or the 
leaves of trees. Marsupials are hardly found anywhere 
else except in Australia and the islands near Australia, 
and also in South America. 

Australia is itself a very big island, the largest island in 
the world. It is so big that we call it one of the seven 
continents. In the north Australia is very hot indeed, 
and in some parts there is dense tropical forest. ‘The 
islands to the north of Australia, such as New Guinea, 
are also hot and covered with forest. 

The south of Australia is cooler, for since Australia lies 
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AN AUSTRALIAN FARMER’S HOUSE 
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to the south of the equator, 
the farther south one travels 
the cooler it grows. In some 
parts of southern Australia 
there is plenty of rain, and 
the farmers can grow wheat —(f) uth SUE 
and other good crops. A oe RE 
In the centre of Australia /f\ (3 
there are large stretches oft 
hot, dry, barren desert, with 
hardly any plants at all. In 
some parts one can travel for miles without seeing a single 
green plant of any kind—nothing but sand and stones. 
But in some parts of central Australia there is enough 
rain to allow grass to grow; and in those places sheep 
and cattle can find enough to eat. Most of this land is 
divided up into scattered farms, and the farmers put 
fences round their land to make enormous paddocks. 
This grassland in central Australia is the home of the 
big red kangaroo, the best known of all the kangaroo 
family. Kangaroos have small heads and very short front 
legs, but their hind legs and their tails are very long and 
powerful. ‘They do not run on all fours as other animals 
do; they hop along on their strong back legs, with their 
tails stretched out behind to balance them. Kangaroos 
can hear and smell things from a long way off. ‘They can 
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RED KANGAROOS 


also see a great distance, but, as their eyes are set on the 
sides of their heads, they cannot see very well straight in 
front of them. Kangaroos mainly live on grass, but they 
eat almost any kind of green plant. ‘They make no par- 
ticular home of their own, such as a nest or den, as many 
animals do; though they do have their favourite resting 
places for the hot, middle part of the day, and these are 


sometimes called kangaroos’ nests. 
Red kangaroos live together in small family parties, 
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TRAVELLING AT SPEED 


each party usually keeping to its own district. But in the 
hot, dry weather, when the grass has died down and food 
is scarce, they often have to wander great distances in 
search of food and water. Sometimes, during a heat wave, 
a thunderstorm will water the ground in a certain place 
and make the grass grow green there, when the rest of 
the land 1s still parched. ‘Then the kangaroos will travel 
from far and near to take advantage of the good feed to 
be found there. 


Each family of kangaroos is led by a large buck, a male 
kangaroo, who is known as the ‘old man’. He is the 
father of the family, and he rules his wives and the young 
bucks very strictly. He will fight fiercely with other old- 
man kangaroos to keep his own wives or win others from 
his rivals. ‘The female kangaroos are called does. 

When a baby kangaroo is born it is only about an inch 
long and quite naked, blind, and helpless/ All it can do 
for itself is to breathe and to climb through fur. It climbs 
through its mother’s fur into her pouch, and there it stays 
for about four months. ‘The mother kangaroo keeps her 
pouch closed at first, and 
then after some weeks she 
lets her baby put his head out 
and look around, and then he 
begins to nibble the grass as 
his mother moves through it. 
A young kangaroo 1s called a 
" yoey ’. 

When the joey is strong 
enough, his mother lets him 
come out of her pouch for a 
little while, and he tumbles 
about in a very comical and 
clumsy way on his long, 
spindly legs. But he soon 


8 


A JOEY PLUNGING INTO 
ITS MOTHER'S POUCH 
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learns to control his legs and to hop about quite well. 
Even when he is quite large, he will hop back to his 
mother when there is danger. She turns towards him so 
that he can plunge into her pouch head-first, and then 
she bounds away, often with his long legs and tail still 
sticking far out from her pouch. Soon the joey gets too 
heavy for his mother to carry; then he must look after 
himself, and keep up with the family as best he can. 
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Young kangaroo bucks love boxing. They punch each 
other with their paws, boxing for about three minutes, 
and then resting for three minutes before the next round. 
The does are never as rough as this; but the young bucks 
and does of a family often play wild chasing games and 
perform all kinds of wonderful acrobatics on their hind 
legs. 

The young bucks are at first grey, like the females; 
but each time they change their coat, which they do twice 
a year, they become a little redder until, when they are 
about two years old, their coat gains its full redness. ‘The 
full-grown bucks are usually a deep foxy-red colour, and 
this is why they are called red kangaroos. 

Young buck kangaroos stay with their family until 
they are full-grown. ‘They are kept very much in order 
by the old man. But when they are grown-up they either 
have to fight him to become the leader of the family, or 
they must go off on their own. 

Full-grown buck kangaroos fight seriously and very 
savagely. A fighting kangaroo stands up on the tips of his 
toes, and leans back on to his tail. He pushes his chest 
out and looks as fierce as he can. He may strike at his 
enemy with his front paws, but usually he grabs his 
opponent close and then tries to bite him. But he is most 
dangerous when he fights with his great hind feet; for 
a stab from these strong, steely claws is like the thrust of 
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a sword. He will sometimes 
kick upwards with both feet 
at once, using his strong tail 
to support him, and in this 
way a large buck can kill his 
enemy with one blow. 
Buck kangaroos go on 
growing bigger all their 
lives. When they stand on 
their toes, red kangaroo 
bucks are usually about six 
feet high, but an old one 
may grow to be well over 
seven feet high. People think 
that kangaroos can live for 
as long as sixteen years. 
Female kangaroos are 
much smaller than the 


AN OLD MAN RED KANGAROO 
IN FIGHTING ATTITUDE 


bucks, and not at all like them; instead of being red they 
are usually a beautiful bluish grey. ‘They are very lively, 
usually a good deal more active than the bucks, and for 
this reason they are often called ‘ blue flyers’. In some 
parts of Australia, however, the bucks and the does are 
much more like each other. Sometimes there is so little 
difference either in colour or size that it is not always 
easy to tell which are bucks and which are does. 
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A KANGAROO MOVING FORWARD SLOWLY, SUPPORTED ON TAIL AND 
FRONT FEET WHILE SWINGING ITS HIND LEGS FORWARD 


Kangaroos when they move usually hop on their 
hind legs, taking great leaps. But when a kangaroo 
is feeding he wants to creep forward slowly from one 
patch of grass to another; so he places his little front 
paws on the ground, and, with his weight balanced 
between them and his tail, he swings his large hind 
legs.forward about three feet at a time. Most of the 
time, however, a kangaroo holds his front feet close 
in under his chest. He uses his front feet rather like 
hands, holding his food in them, just as a squirrel 
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does, and pulling down the branches of trees and 
bushes with them. 

Kangaroos keep themselves very clean. When they 
get up from their midday rest, they usually spend a long 
time grooming themselves. They lick their fur and 
comb it with the sharp claws of their little front feet. 
Then, when they are spick and span, the old man leads 
his family off to their feeding-grounds, where they have 
their evening meal as the sun goes down. They feed 
again at about sunrise; but before the day grows really 
hot they follow the old man back to their dust-bath nests 
in the shade of some trees. There they rest and doze 
until late afternoon. But even when they are resting 
they are always ready to bound off at any moment if 
there is danger. When they are being hunted the old 
man goes last of all to protect his family. 

When a kangaroo is angry he makes a hoarse grunt, 
rather like a cough. But when he wants to warn his 
family of danger, he thumps loudly on the ground with 
a blow of his great hind foot. 

Kangaroos can usually escape from their enemies by 
leaping away, for they can hop very fast indeed; an old- 
man kangaroo can travel about twenty miles in two 
hours when he is being pursued by hunters, though 
he does not like to move so fast. Kangaroos take 
large and small hops to suit the kind of ground they 
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are travelling over. When they are moving quickly, 
they leap about five feet, but it is possible for them 
to hop more than twenty-five feet at one bound. 
They can also jump high in the air. A kangaroo has 
been known to jump as high as nine feet, though 
usually a five-foot fence is enough to stop them. 
Kangaroos have many enemies. The fiercest is the 
dingo, a kind of wild dog. Pure dingoes are a golden- 
yellow colour, with pointe ears and white tips to 


A DINGO 


their bushy tails; but dingoes 
which have mixed with other 
dogs can be any colour 
from black to nearly white. 
Dingoes have very sharp 
teeth and strong jaws, and 
they hunt in pairs or in 
small family packs. 

The wedge-tailed eagle is 
another enemy of the kan- 
garoos. [’his is the largest 
eagle in the world, and is 
very strong and savage. It is 
not big enough to attack 
single-handed a full-grown 
red kangaroo, but two eagles 
together will often attack a 
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doe kangaroo with a _half- 
grown baby. The great birds 
swoop down on them again 
and again to try to frighten 
the young kangaroo away 
from his mother; once they 
have done this they can easily 
kill the baby. 

The tiny sandflies_ that 
hide in the sand and mud 
near the drinking-places are another great danger to 
kangaroos. When the kangaroos go down to drink, 
the sandflies sting them round their eyes, making them 
so blind, at least for a time, that they cannot see to find 
food or to defend themselves against their enemies. 
Many kangaroos die in this way. 

The native people of Australia, the aborigines or 
blackfellows, hunt kangaroos for food. Aborigines 
are rather short, dark-brown people, who live in tribes 
in the hot central part of Australia where white men 
hardly ever go. It is very dry, and only gum trees, salt- 
bush and thin grass can grow there. 

Aborigines live in a very simple way, just as the 
earliest men in the world did. ‘They are always moving 
about, looking for water and food. They have no more 
possessions than they can easily carry. Each man carries 


A WEDGE-TAILED EAGLE 
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weapons for hunting kangaroos and other animals: 
a bundle of long spears, a woomera or throwing stick, 
and a boomerang; each woman has a dish, some 
grinding-stones, a stone knife, and a digging-stick for 
digging up roots to eat. 

Aborigines have no clothes and no houses. When 
white people began to give them clothes, they often 
died, because they went on wearing the clothes even 
when they were wet through or dirty, and this made 
them ill. They build rough shelters with branches of 
trees, and perhaps a kangaroo skin to give them extra 
protection. 

The men are very clever at throwing their spears at 
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AN ABORIGINAL FAMILY 
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fast-moving animals. The small boys practise by throw- 
ing their toy spears at a round piece of rock which 
another boy rolls along; and so they learn when they 
are still very young to hit a leaping kangaroo. Food 
is so difficult to find that children have to learn when 
they are young to find food for themselves. 

The aborigines hunt kangaroos in large bands. When 
they have found a family of kangaroos, some of them 
with their spears hide beside a well-worn kangaroo track, 
which they know that the kangaroos are accustomed 
to use, while others go off to round up the kangaroos 
and drive them gently in the right direction. The 
kangaroos are not really frightened, because they 
know that they can travel much faster than a man 
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can. So they move steadily in single file along their 
well-worn track. Like this they fall an easy prey to 
the hidden spearmen. 

Skilled aboriginal hunters hunt a single kangaroo 
feeding by itself in a different way. ‘The hunter knows 
that a kangaroo will not notice him if he keeps quite 
still; and it will not smell him if the wind is blowing 
in the opposite direction. He knows that a feeding 


AN ABORIGINAL HUNTER AIMING HIS , “a, 
SPEAR AT A KANGAROO 
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A KANGAROO ATTACKED BY DOGS STANDS AT BAY IN A RIVER 


20 


kangaroo always lifts its head to look round every few 
minutes. So he takes care to be perfectly still until 
the kangaroo, seeing nothing moving, bends down to 
feed again. ‘Then he moves forward a few paces. In 
this way he patiently creeps up near enough to throw 
his spear with sure aim. In this kind of stalking the 
hunter must move very gently. If he kicks a stone or 
snaps a twig so that the kangaroo hears him, or if he 
treads heavily on the ground so that the kangaroo 
feels the ground shake through the pads of its feet, 
it will take to flight at once. 

The hunters keep large, fierce dogs for hunting kan- 
garoos, but even these great dogs sometimes cannot get 
the better of a large buck kangaroo when he is fighting 
with his back against a tree or rock. Sometimes he 
will wade out into a river or lake and wait for them 
there. When the dogs swim out to attack him, he 
tries to grab them and hold them under the water to 
drown them. 

White people did not live in Australia until 1788, 
when Captain Arthur Phillip brought the first settlers 
to make their homes near where Sydney now is. At 
first they kept to the pleasant, fertile districts near the 
coast. But later they found that sheep could be kept 
on the open grasslands farther inland—the grasslands 
that had always been the home of the red kangaroo. 
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So the white men began to 
build farms and to fence in 
paddocks for their flocks of | | 
sheep. Z oa wd a ne Z hp om 


The kangaroos did not ant 7 mr ties ml 
mind much about the pie Iie = a: A 
fences, because they could Mit tel me Hite 
usually either jump over - ti Ris ee ti oe "il 


them or creep under them. 
When grass was plentiful the 
sheep and the kangaroos could live together, both eating 
the grass; but when dry weather parched the land, and 
the grass began to get scarce, the graziers found the kan- 
garoos a great nuisance. Kangaroos can nibble grass off 
much shorter than sheep can; so where a kangaroo has 
grazed there is nothing left that a sheep can eat. So there 
began a struggle between the graziers and the kangaroos. 
In some places the graziers decided to destroy all the 
kangaroos on their land, and in one district they killed 
as many as 60,000 kangaroos in six months. 

Although the graziers killed many thousands of kan- 
garoos at different times to protect their sheep, there are 
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A KANGAROO HUNTER'S 
CAMP IN THE BUSH 


still a great many kangaroos in Australia. ‘There are 
enormous stretches of land where the white men hardly 
ever go, and there the kangaroos still live, often creeping 
back on to the sheep pastures whenever they can to steal 
some grass. 

White men hunt kangaroos not only to keep them 
from eating all the grass, but also for the sake of their 
skins. Kangaroo skins are soft and fine and also very 
strong, which makes them most valuable. The hunters 
go out and camp in the bush where the kangaroos live. 
They track down a family of kangaroos and shoot 
them with rifles. ‘Then they skin them, throw away their 
bodies, and take the skins. 
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Kangaroos, as we know, eat other plants besides grass. 
They eat heath and the new shoots of wattle, gum trees, 
and saltbush. Most of the common plants in Australia 
are ones which do not need much water. In the bush, 
where water 1s very scarce, the trees are like scrubby 
bushes with short, thick stems and leathery, spiky leaves 
which hold the moisture. There are many different kinds 
of gum trees, from the eucalyptus tree of the forest, 
which grows 300 feet tall and has a smooth white or 
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pinky-red trunk, to the dwarf 
mallee gum of the bush, only a 
few feet high. Many Australian 
trees and bushes have gorgeous 
flowers—the tulip trees, for in- 
stance, and the flame trees and 
fire trees which have great 
crimson and orange blossoms. 

Of the many strange animals 
that live in the forests and 
grasslands of Australia, perhaps 
the strangest is the duck-billed 
platypus. Although it lays eggs 
and has webbed feet and a beak 
like a duck, it has four legs and 
feeds its babies on its own milk. 
There are also enormous bats, 
called flying foxes, which live on 


A DUCK-BILLED PLATYPUS 
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instead of hair; and there are 
very large lizards, some of them 
as much as six feet long or even 
longer. ‘The largest Australian 
bird is the emu, which has very ) 
long legs like an ostrich and A KOOKABURRA 
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wings so small that it cannot 
fly. ‘Che kookaburra, a giant 
kingfisher, laughs instead of 
singing; and there are beauti- 
ful birds such as the lyrebird, 
which shows off its magnifi- , 
cent tail when it is courting, 
and the Australian swan, 
which is black. 

The prettiest of the marsu- 
pials, relatives of the kanga- 
roos, are the koalas or tree- 
bears. Koalas look like little, 
grey-brown teddy-bears with 
big black noses. ‘They seldom 
drink, but live on the moist 
leaves of the gum trees. The 
baby koala, when it is big 
enough to leave its mother’s 
pouch, likes to cling to her 
back. Several of them can 
sometimes be seen sitting one 
behind the other along a 
branch. The flying squirrels, 
which are not really squirrels, 
have a great deal of loose 
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A GUM TREE 


skin between their legs, so 
that when they jump from a 
tree, the skin forms a kind of 


parachute, and they can glide QAZ/ 


down through the air as 
though they were flying. 
‘There are other kinds of 
kangaroo in Australia as well 
as the red kangaroo. The great 
grey kangaroo is nearly as 
large as the red kangaroo. It 
is Often called the ‘ forester ’, 
because its home is among 
the forests of south-east Aus- 
tralia instead of on the open 
grassland. But now the grey 
kangaroo is becoming rather 
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A KOALA BEAR WITH ITS 
BABY ON ITS BACK 


rare, because men have built farms and towns in the 
fertile country where it used to live, and wheat and 
other crops grow where the forester used to roam. 
Another kind of kangaroo lives in the large island of 
Tasmania, to the south-east of the mainland; and a 
very dark-coloured kangaroo lives on an island, called 
Kangaroo Island, near the south coast of Australia. These 
kangaroos can swim very well; one of them is said to 
have swum two miles in the sea when it was being hunted. 
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There are mountain ranges in Australia as well as 
grasslands, desert, and forest. In these mountains live 
the wallaroos—a very strong, thick-set kangaroo which 
can leap about on the rough, rocky hillsides. Wallaroos 
are sometimes grey or reddish-brown or dark-brown, 
according to the colour of the rocks where they live. 
Those that live high up in the mountains, where it is 
cold, have thick fur coats. 

The wallabies are little kangaroos with furry coats. 
Being small, they cannot bound along as fast as the red 
kangaroos; so when there is danger, they hide instead 
of running away. So they never go very far away from 
the thick bushes in which they can hide, and are seen in 
the open only in the early morning or late afternoon 
when they are feeding. 

Some of the wallabies live with the wallaroos among 
the rocks and cliffs of the mountain ranges. These rock 
wallabies are very lively little animals; they do amazing 
acrobatics on their hind legs, bounding about the steep, 
rocky slopes and along the edges of steep cliffs. They have 
rough pads under their feet, which give them a good grip 
on the surface of the rocks and make them very sure- 
footed. ‘They often spend the hot part of the day lying 
in a cool cave or under an overhanging shelf of rock. 

Some kangaroos live in trees. They belong to the hot 
forests in northern Australia and in the large island of 
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A TREE KANGAROO IN A 
HOT FOREST IN 
NORTHERN AUSTRALIA 


New Guinea. To help them 
to climb better their front 
legs are nearly as long as their 
hind legs, and they have rough 
pads on their feet. ‘They spend 
most of their time climbing 
about in the tall trees, and can 
often be seen high up in the 
branches. 

‘There are some members of 
the kangaroo family as small 
as rabbits. These are called 
rat kangaroos, and they live in 
the thick undergrowth. 

All these various members 
of the kangaroo family—the 
big red kangaroos of the open 
plains, the tree kangaroos of 
the hot forests, the wallaroos 
of the rocky mountains, and 
the wallabies and the little rat 
kangaroos of the thickets—are 
different from each other. 
This is because they live in 
different kinds of places and 
therefore have to live in quite 
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different ways. But they have certain things in common: 
they all move by hopping on their hind legs; they all 
have long, strong tails; and they all carry their babies 
in pouches until they are big enough to look after them- 
selves. 
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